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Within a growing awareness of design as central to the strategic success and the sustained 
competitive advantage of firms, this paper examines how companies pursue design driven 
innovation (Verganti, 2008, 2009) and respond to design led innovation initiatives (Matthews & 
Bucolo 2013). Specifically, this paper reports the findings of a collaborative research project 
where CEO sponsored senior managers from five multi-national organisations, met regularly 
over a twelve-month period, to discuss their progress on applying a design led approach in their 
firms. This longitudinal research project traced the process and progress of change instigated by 
the senior management representatives, as well as the deeper investigation of the barriers and 
challenges to re-frame design more strategically in their organisation. Data were collected 
through workshops and interviews throughout the twelve-month period, regarding the firms’ 
journeys and also the barriers and challenges firms faced in order to become design led. The 
findings present a novel set of implications for both designers and management scholars. This 
paper seeks to contribute to research and practice by investigating the processes and outcomes 
of a design led innovation program and to propose implications for practice for designers and 
management.  
BACKGROUND  
There is a clear recognition that companies that use design in their business perform better 
economically in the marketplace (Cox Review, 2005; Borja de Mozota, 2003; Dell’Era, 
Marchesi & Verganti, 2010: Moultrie & Livesey, 2009; Nussbaum, 2006). Furthermore, the 
impact of design on firms’ performance and the benefits of the effective use of design over a 
ten year period of analysis include an improved share price performance and therefore greater 
shareholder returns on the performance of firms (UK Design Council, 2004) and it is well 
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established that design contributes to a firm’s ability to generate exemplary products (Bruce 
& Bessant, 2002; Roy & Riedel, 1997). In addition, design enhances the outcomes of 
numerous innovation activities, bringing benefits such as increased quality of goods and 
services, improved production flexibility and reduced material costs (Cox Review, 2005). 
The value of design is not just in new products or services, but through employing, skilfully 
managing and soundly implementing design throughout a company’s business strategy (UK 
Design Council, 2004). Indeed, design is increasingly being viewed as a vital and important 
strategic business resource (Dell’Era, Marchesi & Verganti, 2010; Gemser & Leeders, 2000). 
The notion of design as a direct contributor to strategy has grown over the last decade with 
approaches such as design management (Borja de Mozota 2003, 2006) and strategy as design 
(Liedtka, 2000; Liedtka & Ogilvie 2011). Design management arose from research on design-
oriented European SMEs and led to the formulation of models for design as differentiator, 
integrator, transformer and good business (Borja de Mozota, 2006, p 21), illustrated by 
notions of a ‘Design Scorecard’ (Borja de Mozata, 2006). In addition, the contributions of 
strategic design have been discussed in the product service system, in strategic management 
and in the supply chain. For example Johansson & Svengren (2004) describe processes within 
a firm that shape the possibilities of design contributing to strategy. They use an example of 
one company’s journey from a single designer with a clear strategic vision, to a team of 
designers engaged in diverse internal design initiatives, in a context where senior executives 
showed increased understanding and openness to design.  
Furthermore, management has become more open and receptive to the offerings of design to 
strategic development and implementation as shown in the work of Roger Martin (2007, 
2009), the Special Issue of the Journal of Business Strategy (Martin, 2007), the work of 
Liedtka & Ogilvie (2011) and inspiring additional examples in various business literature. 
DESIGN LED INNOVATION  
The term ‘design led innovation’ is emerging as a fundamental business process, that is 
rapidly being adopted by both large and medium sized firms (Bucolo, Wrigley & Matthews, 
2012). The value that design in this context brings to an organisation is a different way of 
thinking, of framing situations and possibilities, doing things and tackling problems:  
essentially a cultural transformation of the way it undertakes its business.  Being design led is 
increasingly being seen by business as a driver of company growth, allowing firms to provide 
a strong point of difference to its stakeholders (Matthews & Bucolo, 2013). However strong 
leadership is required for the organisation to develop a clear vision for top line growth, which 
is based on deep customer insights and expanded through customer and stakeholder 
engagements, with the outcomes being mapped to all aspects of the business. To achieve this 
goal, several tools and process are available, which need to be linked to new organisational 
capabilities within a business transformation context.   
At the basis of this approach is design thinking - essentially, using creative methods to tackle 
business problems and reframe business structures. The notion of design thinking used here is 
closely based on human centred interaction and closely parallels the methods commonly used 
by designers and others to develop creative and innovative solutions. Design thinking comes 
in several varieties, stages and definitions (Cooper, Junginger, Lockwood, 2009; Johansson-
Skoldberg, Woodilla & Cetinkaya, 2013; Leavy, 2010). Design led innovation as described 
above, uses the premise of design thinking to build upon this thinking through a set of tools 
and processes in order for a firm to become design led or design integrated as illustrated in 
Figure 1. 
Page 3 of 12 
 
 
Figure 1: Design Pyramid 
APPROACH  
Five companies from different industry sectors participated in a twelve-month design led 
innovation education program, facilitated by two design academics in the field. The criterion 
for company involvement in this program was a commitment to pilot a design led approach 
within the firm. This approach included the company having a vision for growth, a 
commitment to seek deep customer insights and to gain these customer insights on a regular 
basis, to investigate the emotional responses of customers to existing situation, and potential 
solutions and to explore ways of using these insights for the company’s benefit, and to map 
these deep customer insights to all aspects of their business. Each company self-identified as 
meeting these criteria and a small team of participants of 3 to 5 members from these 
companies engaged in this program.  
The program focused on exploring and embedding tools and processes within an organisation 
and matching these processes with the design leadership qualities to enable companies to 
create breakthrough innovation and achieve sustained growth.  The design led innovation 
education program was developed to provide a mechanism for participants to apply and gain 
knowledge of this approach, sharing their challenges and successes through a yearlong 
collaborative journey with their peers.  
The key objectives of the program were: 
 to explore the value of design led innovation inside their business.  
 to pilot the adoption of a design led innovation within their business. 
 to contribute to the development of a learning community to share common 
challenges and strategies to overcome the barriers to adoption of design led 
innovation within Australian businesses collectively. 
The program began with a two-day intensive workshop (master class) in order to first 
introduce design led innovation as a process for change. Topics included why companies in 
today’s economic climate needed to remain competitive and how design led innovation could 
provide some direction. Building on this foundation knowledge, one day intensive sessions 
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were held throughout the year, extending knowledge of design led innovation and sharing 
their learning and updating their progress on individual company projects hosted at each of 
the firms. These sessions in total consisted of five full-day meetings, multiple conference 
calls, emails and sharing of online resources on request. 
Design Led Innovation Master Class   
The initial two-day intensive hands-on workshop (master class) focused on the application of 
the principles of design integration to create breakthrough innovations and transform existing 
businesses. The workshop began with an overview of the main theories of innovation and 
change followed by an explanation and discussion of design thinking, design led innovation 
and design integration (Figure 1). Participants were introduced to the design led innovation 
processes as signposts (Figure 2) and to some practical tools to allow them to challenge their 
firm’s future strategies and create a sustainable competitive advantage. These processes were 
explored initially in a hypothetical project, where participants proposed incremental and 
breakthrough innovations, and examined how the business would also need to transform to 
implement such solutions. Case studies illustrating how other companies have used design to 
develop their business were presented. Activities that illustrated directions for the future were 
utilised through the two-day workshop. Through the master class, participants gained a better 
understanding of the opportunities and challenges to adopt design led innovation. 
Developing a Common Challenge  
Following the Master Class, participants were tasked with investigating a project within their 
organisation where design led innovation could be applied, and each organisation was asked 
to share and engage in regular conversations in order to build common understanding. The 
initial goal was to identify one common theme (a grand challenge) that participants from all 
organisations would work on in the coming month, utilising the principles and tools of a 
design led approach, to enable the participants to share common experiences, while building 
profile within their own organizations. 
Sharing Experiences of Exploration and Implementation 
In the following session the processes and outcomes from engaging in the common challenge 
were shared and discussed. The aim was to explore the design led framework inside their own 
organisation to review potential barriers. This session focused on presenting how each team 
has explored the topic, added value and revealed any blockades.  The goal was that these 
barriers formed the structure of the future content for the program discussion in the coming 
months. It was not expected that the participants would complete the challenge in this 
timeframe, however some firms were able to complete the task.  
Each organisation was then asked to commit to undertaking a pilot project with a cross 
functional team inside their own organisation, to explore the design led innovation 
framework on a problem unique to their organisation.  Over the next six months each 
organisation was asked to share their progress and to also host a session in their organisation 
to explore and share learnings in greater detail. 
Design Led Innovation Detailed Content 
The following sessions were structured on discussions and responding to the feedback the 
companies provided regarding the barriers to this approach that participants were facing in 
their organisations. These sessions were constructed with more detailed specific theory on 
design led innovation individual signposts in the framework. This was done in order to 
provide detailed knowledge in regards the most valuable signposts. One example was the 
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deep customer insights identified by firms to be of great benefit. The process of ‘deep dives’ 
with customers and stakeholders was also an area of interest that was explored further. 
Additionally Project updates were discussed regularly at each of the sessions. Deep customer 
insights and the emotional connection underpinnings were presented and tools introduced for 
the firms to use in their pilot projects. 
Final Program Workshop  
The program concluded with a final presentation of the projects undertaken by teams of five 
companies. This workshop discussed the projects undertaken, the processes, challenges and 
pitfalls, the successes, learnings and takeaways from each company. Sharing reflections with 
members of the learning cohort was a powerful way to summarise individual learnings and 
reflect on other possible approaches as well as learn from other companies and their 
reflections on what they could have done differently. Reflections on the collective shared 
outcomes from the program were also discussed. 
 
Figure 2: Design Led Innovation Framework 
Method 
The design led innovation program was based on an action research approach of engaging 
with practitioners around interests of concern, facilitating increased awareness of tools and 
processes, nurturing and challenging their understanding and applying the principles and 
tools as the firms moved toward design led innovation. 
Action Research is a method of establishing a clear vision for the program and encouraging 
participants to explore ways of achieving their goals through action and reflection (Susman & 
Evered, 2002; Zuber-Skerritt, 2002). In this design led innovation program, participants were 
introduced to tools and processes to assist their exploration with distinct design methods. 
Encouraging participants to set their own goals and select meaningful projects from their own 
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business around issues of concern, or the development of new possibilities ensured that teams 
were focused on achieving their desired ends. 
Analysis 
Data from the final workshop where participants reported the progress of their projects, their 
challenges, pitfalls, successes and failures, reflections and learning from their engagement in 
the twelve month design led innovation action research program were examined using 
thematic analysis.  
Specifically analysis of the visual record and textual data from final presentations and 
discussion of five companies was carried out independently by two researchers: one 
researcher actively involved in the development and delivery of this program and one 
researcher familiar with a design led innovation program but external to this program. This 
triangulation of analysis validated the thematic analysis (Patton, 2002) and provided richer 
understanding of processes and benefits gained by the participants.  
RESULTS  
The results of this program are presented through the participants’ views of the processes and 
outcomes design led innovation methods and tools provided. The extent of their progress 
toward design integration was also included in the results. All of the companies reported 
gaining new insights from their customers and expressed an on-going commitment to use 
design led innovation tools in future investigations of their customers and in capturing such 
insights to apply in their business. Participants specifically nominated tools such as 
narratives, co-design with customers, an experimental approach, and prototyping as 
contributing to new ways of valuing customers.  
One firm focused on transforming their findings into narratives to frame such insights for the 
benefit of their company.  “Narrative ability to tap into intangibles and the emotional side of 
product experience is new for us”. Other firms reported that “Consumer insight philosophy is 
important for our program”; staff in our company “are looking forward to taking elements of 
this program and using in our new product development process and getting much more 
thinking into our pipeline”. Example comments from the five firms are shown in Table 1.  
 
Table 1: Results Summary  
Company  DLI Foci Challenges and Barriers Leanings and Takeaways 
Company 1 
 
Legal Services 
Firm 
Narratives 
 
“these new ways of working 
require an investment of time 
and resources to learn and 
engage with the tools and new 
thinking to turn those insights 
into valuable outcomes” 
“the challenge is going to be 
turning these insights into 
solutions, new products/services 
and business models” 
“we now perceive things differently 
and try to keep an open mind” 
“we always ask ourselves - are we 
asking the right questions?” 
“the tools are great for finding out 
what you don’t know and how to 
turn customer insights into new 
products and services” 
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Company 2 
 
Publishing 
company 
 
Co-Design 
 
“we needed to go deeper into 
the reasons about why, not just 
react to the yes/no as we had 
done in the past” 
“we made assumptions as to 
why our customers wanted to 
engage with us in the first 
place” 
“all of the pain points and 
touch-points of customers’ and 
how they intersect with the their 
workday allowed for 
opportunities we can capitalize 
on” 
“the insights we received through 
co-design have driven an awful 
amount of new product 
development in our business and it 
has been incredibly successful” 
“design led innovation has given us 
a new way of engaging with our 
customers, a series of tools and 
approaches but most importantly a 
new attitude” 
 “helped us learn to expand our 
business and change with our 
customers…” 
Company 3 
Adhesive 
Products 
Manufacturing 
Firm 
Comparison of 
New Product 
Development and 
Design Led 
Innovation 
“design led innovation allowed 
us to model our product 
interaction with the customer the 
entire way through, and we 
discovered we had severe gaps 
in our knowledge”  
“it was not just a matter of 
failing fast but gaining 
understanding along the way…” 
“we developed much deeper 
insights into the emotional side of 
the task, which is an area that we 
probably had not gained through 
our historical traditional market 
research techniques” 
Company 4 
Finance and 
Insurance 
Firm 
Lessons Learnt 
 
“there was some disagreement 
internal to our company about 
what constitutes incremental and 
radical innovation in order to 
see what design led innovation  
could offer”  
“what does success look like in 
an outcome driven 
organization?” 
 
“design led innovation allowed us 
to network within our own 
organization and we found that 
there are many people with some 
great ideas, now joining together to 
make things happen” 
“the organizations appears to have 
the right culture where many 
people are wanting to improve, but 
they need processes to ensure it 
aligns to organizational strategy” 
Company 5 
Insurance 
Firm 
Take Aways 
 
“really listening to stakeholders 
was a great challenge for us” 
“moving past our previous 
assumptions was also a 
challenge”  
“take risk to start a project and 
not know where you are going 
and not know the return on 
investment…this  is a major 
challenge  and very hard in 
financial institutions” 
 “design teaches you techniques, 
like the skill of listening to your 
customer, by asking deeper 
questions” 
“design Led innovation teaches you 
a different way of thinking and 
behaving”  
“learn from your mistakes and 
keep trialling different 
approaches…don’t give up” 
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Key Findings 
All participants reflected on their personal and professional learning. Their personal learning 
included thinking differently, from a customer's perspective, while they expressed 
understanding in regards to their personal strengths and gaps in better listening and provoking 
skills while in discussion with customers and other employees. The cohort approach of 
learning from others engaged in parallel experiments was described as helpful and powerful 
to reinforce the adaptable design process.  
Above all the participants described their excitement about the amount and type of new 
knowledge they had gained.  From learning how to explore their customers’ thoughts and 
feelings, aspirations, expectations, motivations, preferences, to the powerful new perspectives 
these insights generated in relation to their current business, providing new business 
possibilities for the future. Their increased understanding of customers also enriched the new 
product development process, with new benefits and outcomes, where, “small changes can 
be big changes”. 
The benefits of the program include learning how to turn customer insights into new products 
and services; where “tools are great for finding out what you don’t know; design led 
innovation helped us learn to expand our business and change with our customers”; and 
more informed practice “we now have access to a level of customer insight that we never had 
before”.  One company stated, “our aim in joining this program was to find out what other 
ways we could deliver products/services to our market segment?” As a result, “we developed 
much deeper insights into the emotional side of the task, which is an area that we probably 
had not gained through our historical traditional market research techniques”.  
Another company learned to consider the end user, not just the stakeholders (middlemen) in 
the value chain. “Design led innovation teaches you a different way of thinking and 
behaving” and to learn from your mistakes. The design led innovation program developed 
new knowledge, new skills and new capacities in the firms resulting in better exploration of 
new possibilities as well as better exploitation of current capabilities. Specific outcomes 
included new business opportunities, improved business, co-designing with customers, 
extending their range of products and services and the diffusion of notions of design led 
innovation within in their organisations. Figure 3 illustrates such findings detailed above. 
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Figure 3: Design Integration Findings 
Limitations 
Due to the sensitivity of some business issues and the company concerns of ‘commercial in 
confidence’ issues, the companies carefully selected the successes and concerns in a context 
where such processes were video recorded for later analysis by the researchers. However 
sufficient relevant information was shared for a rich and rigorous data collection, analysis and 
discussion.  
IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE 
Each of the companies that participated in this program aspired to having a vision for growth 
for their firm. Additionally, they expressed a commitment to seek deep customer insights and 
to gather them on a regular basis, to investigate the emotional responses of customers by 
exploring the ‘why’ instead of responding to the ‘what’, and then expanding these insights by 
turning them into potential solutions that could be mapped to all aspects of the organisation. 
Each of the companies self-identified to meeting these criteria and selected a small team of 
participants (3 to 5 members from each company), committing financial and human resources 
to participate in the program. The program was perceived by the participants as adding value 
to their organisations by exploring, prototyping, testing and in some cases gaining new 
attitudes, new customer insights and developing new ways of working and/or new products 
and services.  
The enhanced human capability development processes in these companies are evident. New 
ways of exploring customers and their insights were celebrated by all companies and better 
working practices were established. It was also clear that the road to becoming design led was 
long. All firms reported that they had come a great distance from where they started twelve 
months ago, and that their companies were still some distance from full design integration 
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In all five cases presented, the journey towards design led innovation has begun, with the 
achievement of distinct milestones. For example, small customer insight breakthroughs and 
new internal alliances were formed within firms, encouraging innovation attitudes and 
activities that did not previously exist. In most cases firms reported new ways of 
understanding and provoking their customers. New ways of working and familiarity with 
beneficial tools and approaches to overall innovation, and receptiveness to innovation by 
their company culture had been developed; 
The results are similar to a previous study of the implementation of design led innovation in 
small and medium enterprises (Bucolo et al., 2012) where a strong focus on operational 
factors at the project level rather than company wide strategic processes were found. Moving 
from design led innovation to design integration will require more active engagement and 
investment by senior management to build on the new insights and incorporate them into 
strategic formulation and implementation around new business models. 
Practice implications arising from this research include the importance of introducing and 
shaping the adoption and implementation of new ideas in companies with a history of 
successful business operations. 
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